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Pandemics in Literature and History:
A Comparative Study of COVID-19 and the Great Plague of London

Ms. Priyanka Shyamnarayan Tripathi

Pandemics have long served as a mirror reflecting humanity’s fears, vulnerabilities, and resilience. For
scholars of English literature, the comparative study of historical and contemporary pandemics—such as the
Great Plague of London (1665-1666) and COVID-19 (2019-present)—offers rich material to explore themes
of survival, morality, and societal transformation. This article examines the parallels and contrasts between
these two pandemics, highlighting their representation in literature and cultural memory.

The Great Plague of London: Historical Context and Literary Reflections

The Great Plague of London, caused by the Yersinia pestis bacterium, devastated the city with an estimated
death toll of 100,000 people—roughly a quarter of London’s population. The Plague inspired numerous
literary works, such as Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year (1722), which provides a vivid, semi-
fictionalized account of life during the outbreak. Through Defoe’s detailed descriptions, readers encounter
themes of fear, isolation, and the breakdown of societal norms, as well as the enduring human spirit.

Defoe’s narrative captures the chaos of mass burials, the quarantine of infected households, and the
proliferation of false cures. It also serves as a critique of governmental and religious responses, reflecting the
tension between scientific inquiry and superstition. The text remains a seminal work for understanding how
literature documents and processes collective trauma.

COVID-19: A Contemporary Pandemic in Literature

In contrast, COVID-19, caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus, has been a global phenomenon with far-reaching
social, economic, and psychological effects. Unlike the Great Plague, COVID-19 unfolded in an era of rapid
information dissemination, advanced medical science, and digital communication. These factors have
influenced its portrayal in literature and other cultural mediums.

Contemporary literary works addressing COVID-19 often focus on themes of digital isolation, misinformation,
and the redefinition of human connections. Writers such as Ali Smith in Companion Piece (2022) and Zadie
Smith in Intimations (2020) delve into the psychological impacts of lockdowns and the reimagining of societal
norms. Poetry, essays, and memoirs have emerged as prominent forms, capturing the immediacy and
emotional complexity of living through a pandemic.

Parallels Between the Great Plague and COVID-19

Despite the temporal and technological gulf separating these pandemics, striking parallels emerge:

1. Quarantine and Isolation: Both pandemics saw the enforcement of quarantine measures, which
profoundly affected daily life and human interactions. The Plague’s "shutting up" of houses echoes
modern lockdowns and social distancing measures.

2. Fear and Stigma: The fear of contagion and the stigmatization of the infected are recurring themes.
In Defoe’s account, rumors and scapegoating were rampant, much like the xenophobia and
misinformation seen during COVID-19.

3. Socioeconomic Inequalities: Both pandemics exposed and exacerbated existing inequalities. The
Great Plague disproportionately affected the poor, who could not flee the city, while COVID-19
highlighted disparities in healthcare access and economic security.

4. Literary Responses: Writers in both eras grappled with the challenge of articulating collective grief
and uncertainty. These works serve as cultural artifacts, offering insights into how societies cope with
widespread crises.

Contrasts in Context and Response
While similarities abound, the contrasts between the two pandemics are equally illuminating:

1. Scientific Understanding: The Great Plague occurred in a pre-scientific era, where miasma theories
and superstition shaped responses. COVID-19, by contrast, unfolded in an age of advanced virology
and global collaboration, though misinformation still posed significant challenges.

2. Media and Communication: During the Plague, information spread through pamphlets and word of
mouth, whereas COVID-19 saw the rise of social media as a double-edged sword, facilitating both
awareness and the spread of false information.
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3. Global Scope: The Great Plague’s impact was localized to London and its environs, while COVID-
19’s reach has been truly global, affecting every corner of the world and reshaping international
relations.

Conclusion: Lessons for Scholars of Literature

For PhD scholars of English literature, the comparison between the Great Plague and COVID-19 offers fertile
ground for interdisciplinary research. Themes of mortality, community, and resilience resonate across
centuries, inviting analysis through lenses such as ecocriticism, postcolonial studies, and digital humanities.
By examining these pandemics in tandem, scholars can uncover enduring patterns in human behavior and the
transformative power of literature in times of crisis.

Ultimately, the study of pandemics in literature is not merely an academic exercise but a way to understand
how humanity narrativizes suffering and seeks meaning amidst chaos. As we continue to navigate the
aftermath of COVID-19, these historical parallels remind us of the enduring capacity of storytelling to heal
and illuminate.
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